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up until  the end of  the Edo period  in  the previous paper,  the emphasis 
here will be on looking at how a specific forest area has been shaped over 





Change in Woodland use on Yakushima during the Meiji Period
　　As was outlined in the previous paper in this series, the Shimazu clan, 
Lords of Satsuma fief controlled the use of productive woodland landscapes 
very  tightly during  the Edo Period. However, after  the Meiji Restoration 





Yakushima’s Kosugidani: Human Presence in





half of  the nineteenth century, control of  its  former areas of hegemony fell 
into the hands of the state. This immediately resulted in dire consequences 






use  forest  in the maedake that  they and their ancestors had utilized since 
ancient times. (Diagram Yakushima 2000: 56).
　　This  situation  led  the villagers  to  form groups determined  to wrest 
back  their  former rights  from the state. They demanded access  to  forest 
that  they had previously harvested, but  found  it  increasingly difficult  to 
take on  the government  in  these cases where previously  they had been 
able to consult the local representative of the Shimazu clan directly. At this 
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of Japan’s modern national  forest system excluded many villagers not only 
from wooded common  land, but also  from  forest  land of other  types  that 
they previously has utilized”. 










river. Having won  its case,  the state was ready  to use  its power  to gain 
access to the forest in a more economically viable way than had previously 
been  possible.  The  beginning  of  the  twentieth  century  had  brought 
technological advances thus allowing previously  inaccessible areas of prime 
yakusugi  to be  fully exploited, with  the  financial backing of  the national 
governments’ forestry departments.
The Opening of Kosugidani
　　Having  lost  their petition,  the  islanders  continued  to  find  life very 
difficult without clear access to firewood or charcoal for fuel. They were also 
unable  to cultivate  traditional small  tracts of  land that had once provided 
a meager  supply of vegetables, but which now  fell  into designated state 
owned areas. They appealed to various agencies and finally a project was 
implemented  to accommodate some of  the wishes of  the  local  inhabitants 
within a  state owned  forest. This new  law was established  in  1921 and 
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became known as  the Kokuyurin Keiei no Taiko  (Outline  for Managing 
National Forests). While  allowing  the  local  inhabitants  some recourse  to 
small amounts of state owned kindling and the like, in real terms it allowed 
the government a mandate to set new agendas with regard to the removal 
of  timber. Although  there was a  special provision prohibiting old  living 
Yakusugi from being cut down,  in reality the promise meant little. In 1921, 
there were still huge  tracts of  forest  left  for  the government  to harvest. 
Ignoring a small percentage of older trees was less an early implementation 
of conservation  ideals,  than a small gesture of appeasement, which as will 







resolved  in  favour of  the government,  the  insatiable national demand  for 
high quality timber could be appeased more easily on Yakushima through 
the  opening  of  a  trolley  rail  deep  into  the  interior which would make 
transporting the huge slabs of timber infinitely easier than it had ever been 
before. A government owned ship waited at  the port  in Anbo to  take the 
timber to the many markets on Japan’s main islands.
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　　It then went up  further  into  the mountains  to  the Arukawa area and 
on to Kosugidani. This meant the state could then send in workers to start 




were constructed  to house  the project workers and  their  families using 
(The rail track’s starting point today at Naehata, 2009. Author)
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government  resources.  There was  no  private  land  available.  Living 
accommodation went up quickly. The valley, even at Kosugidani, is narrow, 
and houses clung close to the rail  line or were put up on cleared areas of 
forest near  to  the river and  the rail. The construction of  the houses was 
basic  in  the Japanese style of  the day, consisting of a small dark kitchen 
area,  tatami  on  raised  floors  for  sitting during  the day and  sleeping at 
night and naturally made of  timber cladding. A  local primary and  junior 
high school were built  in the widest part of the valley on more solid stone 
foundations and perhaps most  importantly,  the Shimoyaku Town Forestry 










of maedake  forest were designated as  common use  forest. On paper,  it 
seemed  like  all  these plans were  small  victories  in  the battle  to  assure 


































with  the outside world. The  trolley  served  two main purposes with  the 
transportation of goods and people equally as  important as the removal of 
timber from its source.
Pre war and Post war Kosugidani
　　There were  two  clear  stages  of  development  in  the Kosugidani 
community. The first was the pre-war build up when the population grew 
rapidly  from an  initial 100 souls  to around 300 by 1940. During the 1930s 
as demand for timber  increased dramatically all over Japan, most often for 
(The remains of the school gates, Kosugidani 2009　Author)
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military needs, the numbers involved in cutting back timber in the okudake 
increased on Yakushima too. The methods with saw and axe remained fairly 
primitive, but  the  labour was skilled and hardworking and so  the amount 
of logging grew little by little. By 1940 the men were felling high up in the 













office  attempted  to  rebuild  the  community  and  start  again  the process 
of  timber  removal, while  also  reforesting  areas with  fast  growing  sugi 
and hinoki. Fujiwara remarks  that  there was a need at  this  juncture “to 
restore  the  forests  that had been harvested  to provide wood  for wartime 
military use.  (2002: 13). The demand  for Kosugidani’s  timber was great 
with rebuilding projects  taking place all over Japan.  In particular,  skilled 




technological advances  in this phase of  the village’s history. Diesel  trolleys 
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the bases of huge cedars and then climb the  trolley cars with  the  logged 
timber back down to Anbo. Within a couple of years,  this way of  logging, 
which dated back to before  the Edo period was gone.  In  the next decade 
as Matsumoto points out “harvesting began to be conducted on a full scale. 
Chain saws were  introduced and clear-cut  logging of  the  trees  including 
broadleaf trees began in earnest. At this time, forest resources were strongly 
sought after to speed Japan’s economical growth” (2000: 49)
　　In  less than 5 years  logging shifted  from a viable regenerative rate to 
this mass clear-cut  style. The  introduction of  the chain saw was  the key 
development in this increased logging activity, and the impact on the forests 
was  immediate. The  speed with which  trees  could now be  felled meant 
dramatic changes  in  the amount of  timber coming out of  the Kosugidani 







timber prices. However  the  fact  remained  that natural  forest was being 
cleared  too quickly and older mature  trees were becoming more difficult 
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to obtain. Their worth to the government was obvious. One  large piece of 
Yakusugi on a  trolley was said at  this  time to  fetch 3,000,000 yen, a huge 
amount of money, which naturally  the workers at Kosugidani saw almost 
nothing of.
　　Following  the “Kokuyurin Seisanryoku-zokyo Kaikaku”  (Increase  in 
Strength and National Forest Productivity Plan)  in 1957,  full-scale  logging 
meant  the population boomed again and by 1960 Kosugidani had reached 
its zenith of  540  inhabitants. The  tide had  turned and sustainable  levels 
of  logging were being well  and  truly  ignored  as demand  for  the  cedar 
(Domaiboku Cedar on trolley, Yakusugi Museum 2009 Author)
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continued  to be  insatiable  in  this  period  of  strong  economic growth  in 
Japan. At this  time the special provision of 1921 prohibiting  logging of old 
living Yakusugi was lifted. A clear cut disaster was taking place as modern 
machinery meant  the amount of  timber harvested rose  from 16,000 cubic 
meters  in 1943  to 180,000 cubic meters  in 1966. This  level of  logging was 
unsustainable. 






its peak period  in production  terms,  the writing was on  the wall  for  the 
future of the village. Cheaper imports and an inability to keep domestic labor 










44  in Junior High  (Matsumoto 2000).  In the film, no doubt conscious of  the 
film-makers on a bright sunny day, the students are smiling. Wives, dressed 
in their ‘modern’ floral print western dresses chatter happily as they board 
the  trolleys  for Anbo and  the weekly  shopping excursion. The  sense of 











millmeters of  rain a year. Mean  temperatures of  14 degrees were much 





be brought  in by helicopter. Looking at detailed maps of  the  layout of  the 





of the community. The clear cut  logging could not  last  for  long and as the 
decade of  the sixties came  to a close,  a number of  separate  forces,  some 
of which have  already been mentioned,  combined  to make Kosugidani 
untenable as a community.
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The demise of Kosugidani Village
　　Totman (1989: 182) states that “the technology of forest exploitation was 
a key variable, and certainly the survival of forest vitality was aided by the 
limitations of a primitive  technology applied  to  impenetrable mountains.”
This was very much  the case  for Yakushima  throughout  the Edo period 
and well  into  the  twentieth century.  It could be argued that  the railroad 
linking the Okudake with Anbo port , making the haulage of valuable timber 
out much easier, was  ironically,  the  first  reason  for  the  inevitable decline 
of Kosugidani,  as well  as  its  raison d’etre. Even more  important was  the 




Japan”. Demand  for wood based  fuel  also  fell  rapidly as new sources of 
energy such as gas and electricity became widespread.
　　As well as  these economic  factors,  fledgling conservation movements 
had begun  to hold  sway  in  the minds  of  the  Japanese public.  In  1967, 
Jomonsugi,  the  venerable  old  cedar  became  famous  across  Japan,  and 
Yakushima  received more  outside  attention  than ever before. With  the 
opening of  the coastal  road around  the  island  in  the same year,  and  the 






















　　In  the  last  four decades  since  its  closure,  the Kosugidani  area has 
continued  to  play  a  different,  but  increasingly  important  role  as what 
Knight terms a “post  industrial  forest.” He quotes Mather on this point  in 
showing how places like Kosugidani can now offer “a wider range of social 
and environmental benefits” rather  than being  forests still geared to “the 
production of wood  for  industrial purposes”  (1998: 110). The railroad has 
been a key point in this new role for Kosugidani, as it is now used in certain 
sections as  the main  trail  allowing day  tourists  and  serious hikers alike 
access  to  the route  towards Jomonsugi and other remaining great cedars 
in  the okudake. With an average  incline of only 4 percent,  the railroad  is 
an easy walk  for most hikers who make  it  that  far  into the  forest, and  its 
upkeep is assured while the government still uses the rail track with small 
diesel  locomotives  in order  to maintain a power plant  further up the  line, 
and to haul out the  last remaining domaiboku. These great stumps of Edo 
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era  felled cedars have  for  the past 30 years supplied the Yakushima craft 
industry with enough superb shaped and finely grained timber to maintain 
large numbers of craftsmen and women on the  island producing souvenirs 






forest  is how to keep the balance  in terms of conserving this resource  for 
future generations. The numbers of hikers on  the  railroad path  through 
Kosugidani are  increasing year by year. Figures  from May 2009 saw over 
1,000 people on the track in a single day for the first time ever.
(The shrine at Kosugidani 2009　Author)
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　　While  there have been a number of  suggestions  for making greater 




be quite possible  to miss  the  few remaining signs  that Kousgidani village 














　　In  terms of  the  future  landscape of Kosugidani,  the current  tourists 
bring with them a whole gamut of conservation problems and it is important 
that lessons be learnt from the twentieth century in terms of keeping things 
at a sustainable rate.  If  the  forests become flooded with visitors  (and new 
roads up to easy access points have already caused considerable opposition 





a glimmer of hope however,  that with  careful use  the  railroad  laid  out 
in 1922 as a means of cutting down the cedar  forests,  could help  to save 
the remaining areas of beauty by channeling tourists along  its  length and 




(Crang’s landscape as palimpsest in Kosugidani village.
Bathroom tiles being swallowed by the forest 2009 Author)
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